At Clarke Mainstream Services we approach our work with the belief that academic success alone is not a measure of a student's success in the mainstream. Helping children understand and manage their hearing loss independently is equally important.
Students who know what they need in a variety of settings-and how to go about getting it-will be better prepared to advocate for themselves as they approach adulthood. In our experience, providing children with opportunities to talk openly about hearing loss with numerous people-their families, teachers, audiologists, teachers of the deaf, peers, and adult role models-assists them in acquiring accurate information and the ability to articulate their experiences and preferences with confidence.
With this in mind, we are always on the lookout for new ways to initiate conversations, knowing that as children progress through the grades their interest in discussing their hearing loss may fade. Sometimes increased selfconsciousness is a factor. Other times, students may simply be very familiar with peers and teachers and not see the need to talk about their hearing loss.
In either case, keeping a dialogue going from year to year is important across grade levels, and finding creative ways to build knowledge and awareness becomes all the more valuable.
PLUGGED IN
Working with a number of middle grade students, I was excited to learn about Pete McEachen's Plugged In comic series whose main character, Thomas, is a sixth-grade boy with hearing loss. Books are an ideal conversation starter, and this genre seemed especially appropriate for this age group.
A perfect opportunity to share these books arose when I began working with a fourth-grader this fall named JP. After just a few sessions with him it was clear he had a penchant for humor. I lent him volumes one and two of Plugged In and asked him to read them at home. We then set aside time to read and talk about the pages of his choice.
JP's response was overwhelmingly positive. He told me he laughed out loud at home, and as he showed me his favorite pages, he indeed laughed out loud.
Beyond connecting with Pete
McEachen's humor, he saw the books as worthwhile for other students with and without hearing loss. Having entered the mainstream a year ago, he said he would definitely recommend the books to his "best buds" with hearing loss, as well as many of his new classmates who do not have hearing loss, but who understand what he needs, and as he said, "Have it all down." When I asked JP what he thought is most important for people to know about Plugged In, he replied, "This book says that people with hearing loss can be interesting, and the best part is they can be extremely funny and that's one thing that I am too."
Learning that McEachen has a hearing loss himself and is also a toy designer deepened JP's admiration for the author. 
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JP, second from left, with classmates displaying Peter McEachen's Plugged In comic series.
& Children n n
After perusing Pete's website and recognizing several of the toys he's designed, JP developed a list of questions for me to email to Pete. Pete's detailed response was a delight to share with JP; it gave him insight into an interesting career from the perspective of an adult role model. JP's teacher found the scenes that highlighted moments when Thomas misunderstood what was being said at school (such as the day he took a spelling test without his hearing aids and spelled everything correctly, except for the fact that he wrote down all the wrong words!) and the visual depiction of blurred words to be important reminders that her student may not always get a complete message and is working hard to keep up with communication, even if he makes it seem easy. Seeing the value in these books, she offered to reserve time for JP to share them with his classmates.
JP chose a nice balance of scenes for his presentation, some having to do with Thomas's hearing loss, others not. He told his peers how he could relate to Thomas, such as when Thomas gives the audiologist a hard time during a hearing test. It became an opportunity for him to explain what an audiologist is, where he has to go sometimes after school, and how he, too, gets tired of these appointments sometimes.
Another scene referenced Thomas's inability to hear a regular alarm clock, so JP came prepared to show the class a vibrating alarm clock designed for people with hearing loss in mind. Many commented that it would help them wake up too.
The books began as a way for me to get to know JP. In the end, they initiated meaningful conversations with my student, his teacher, his classmates, and an adult role model with hearing loss.
Since his presentation, JP's teacher reports that the books have been popular among his classmates and are still getting passed around. When asked to rate the book on a scale of 1 to 10, JP replied, "Well over infinity!" To me, this is proof that humor is an essential ingredient in managing life's challenges.
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